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Abstract

The empirical study of discourse and dialogue is still
young, compared to its sister areas of syntax, se-
mantics and lexicography. These other areas have
achieved significant new results, based in part on
the existence of shared infrastructure, specifically:

¯ Corpora

¯ Annotation methods and tools for the corpora

¯ Evaluation metrics for iterative system testing

This talk will review the resources that are cur-
rently available for research in the related areas of
discourse and dialogue. Here I use "discourse" to re-
fer to connected utterances from a single viewpoint
or producer (as occurs in journals, newswires, or
similar textual sources). By "dialogue" l will mean
multi-party exchanges, including spoken dialogue,
but also including text-based exchanges that occur
in a collaborative workspace environment (MUDs)
, or even in e-mail exchange.

Under the category of corpora, there are an in-
creasing number of collections available, for both
discourse and dialogue: the Message Understand-
ing and North American Broadcast corpora for tex-
tual information, and the Air Travel Information
System, Switchboard, Trains, and Edinburgh Map
corpora, to list a few on the dialogue side. To
date, these collections are primarily language-based
- there are few corpora available for multi-modal di-
alogue (e.g., including visual displays and pointing
devices). Also, existing corpora are predominantly
in English (particularly in the dialogue domain).

However, the availability of corpora is only a first
step. These corpora are far more useflll when an-
notated with additional information about the dis-
course or dialogue phenomena present, analogous
to the Penn Treebank annotation for parses, or the
TOBI annotation scheme for prosody. What has
been lacking, to date, for discourse and dialogue-
based work, is consensus on the phenomena belong-
ing to this area, and annotation schemes that cap-
ture a useflfl subset of information, in the spirit of
the "theory neutral" partial annotation approach of
the Penn Treebank.

We are beginning to see some systematic annota-
tion efforts in certain areas, for example, in the co-
reference task that is part of the next Message Un-
derstanding Conference (MUC-6). We also see some
narrowly defined phenomena being annotated, such
as repairs or dysfluencies (in the Trains corpus).
And some of the papers at this workshop are be-
ginning to explore notions such as dialogue moves,
discourse "bracketing" into topics and sub-topics,
and other possible annotation schemes.
Associated with annotation is evaluation - for pur-
poses of automated training or learning algorithms,
it is necessary to have some evaluation metric for
hill-climbing. While discourse phenomena may lend
themselves to "off-line" evaluation (e.g., checking
whether anaphoric reference has been resolved cor-
rectly), dialogue phenomena are often much trickier.
This is particularly true in building (and evaluat-
ing) human-machine interfaces, because the system
is an active participant that can (and should) in-
fluence what the user says next. However, it may
be possible to approach this problem by breaking
"dialogue" phenomena into some smaller and more
easily evaluated sub-problems (recognizing repairs,
recognizing dialogue "moves", bracketing dialogue
structure).
In conclusion, the discourse/dialogue area is just be-
ginning to define its need for research infrastructure.
The papers at this workshop make a significant con-
tribution towards this. By" gathering people with
common interests together, by sharing ideas and by
learning from the successes and failures of other ar-
eas, we can expedite this process of defining and
building an infrastructure to support our filture re-
search.
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